Prolonging the lifespan of bovine follicles is known to result in reduced fertility after ovulation and insemination. In this study, the 
Introduction
For decades, researchers have attempted to develop successful programmes to synchronize oestrus in cattle (for review see Jöchle, 1993) . Progestins such as melengestrol acetate (MGA), controlled internal drug release-bovine device (CIDR-B), progesterone-releasing intravaginal device (PRID) and norgestomet implants (Syncro-Mate B) have been used to syn¬ chronize bovine oestrous cycles. Treatments used for more than 7 days result in good synchronization, but low fertility is observed at the first oestrus after progestin treatment (Hill et al, 1971; Henricks et al, 1973;  Butcher and Pope, 1979;  Macmillan et al, 1991; Jöchle, 1993; Savio et al, 1993a; Stock and Fortune, 1993; Wehrman et al, 1993 (Ulberg et al, 1951; Trimberger and Hansel, 1955; Zimbelman, 1963; Sirois and Fortune, 1990; Savio et al, 1993a) .
When the progestin treatment is terminated, oestrus occurs followed by the LH surge and ovulation of the prolonged dominant follicle (Sirois and Fortune, 1990; Jöchle, 1993; Savio et al, 1993a; Stock and Fortune, 1993; I. Revah and W. R.
Butler, unpublished). Since the corpora lutea that arise from persistent dominant follicles produce normal concentrations of progesterone, infertility cannot be attributed to luteal insuf¬ ficiency (Stock and Fortune, 1993) . However, infertility may be due to effects of prolonged follicular development on the oocyte or on the reproductive tract.
High oestradiol concentrations in plasma (Sirois and Fortune, 1990; Savio et al, 1993b; Custer et al, 1994 ) from cows with prolonged follicles, and higher LH pulse frequency (Roberson et al, 1989; Savio et al, 1993b; I. (Mihm et al, 1994 (Fig. 2) . Mean progesterone concentrations in plasma for GF-ASP cows increased until day 6, when luteolysis was induced (Fig. 2) . In cows in the PF-ASP group progesterone concentrations also decreased after luteolysis and were main¬ tained at 1.3 ± 0.3 ng ml"1 (days [7] [8] [9] [10] [11] [12] [13] (Fig. 3) . Oestradiol concentrations in cows in the PF-ASP group (Fig. 3) remained low until luteolysis was induced (day 6) and then increased until follicular aspiration (day 13). (Fig. 4a, 5b) . In contrast, all oocytes (23 of 23, 100%; < 0.005) recovered from PMF cows showed expanded cumulus cells, partially condensed or very condensed chroma¬ tin, which was often dispersed in the ooplasm indicating a possible breakdown of the germinal vesicle (Fig. 4b, 5a, c) 
